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THE SOUTHERN NEGRO ON THE FARM 
HIS PROBLEMS AND WHAT THE FSA IS DOING ABOUT THEM 
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Farming is both a business and a way of life for half of all Negroes 
in America. Ninety-five percent of all Negro farm operators are in the 
South, and more than three-fourths of these are tenants. Farm tenants 
fall, roughly, into three classes: 


1. Sharecroppers, who contribute labor only, receiving in return 
a share of the crop. 


2. “Third and fourth" tenants, who supply equipment and bear some 
managerial responsibility and receive larger shares of the 
crop according to their contribution of feed, fertilizer, and 
equipment, a third of the corn and a fourth of the cotton 
being a common rental. 


3. "Standing renters", who rent the land outright, paying for its 
use either in cash or produce. 


In the South, one-half of all sharecroppers are Negroes. The number 
of Negro croppers exceeds the number of white croppers in Georgia, South 
Carolina, Arkansas, Louisiana, and Mississippi. Mississippi has three and 
one-half times as many Negro as white croppers; Louisiana has twice as many. 
In other states where the actual number of Negro croppers is less than the 
number of white croppers, the proportion of croppers within the racial 
group is much larger among Negroes than among whites. In Kentucky, for 
instance, where 30,258 white croppers constitute only 30 percent of white 
tenants, the 2,736 Negro croppers are 65 percent of Kentucky's Negro tenants. 
Other states show even higher proportions. Mississippi's Negro tenants 
are 71 percent sharecroppers, and 82 percent of all Georgia's Negro 
tenants are in this class. Half of all Negro children growing to man- 
hood and womanhood on Southern farms face the drudgery and neglect typical 
of most croppers’ children of any race. 


Chief among the evils which the poor man on the farm -- small owner, 
tenant or laborer -- has to face are poor housing, high mortality, insecur~ 
ity and debt. 

Bad housing and sanitation are reflected in hookworm and anemia. 
Faulty diets result in pellagra. The yearly toll from death and disease 
adds to the burden of indebtedness, while beneath all these hurtful condi- 
tions lies the menace of insecurity, crippling both landlord and tenant 
in any effort toward progress. 


1. WHAT IS THE FARM SECURITY ADMINISTRATION AND WHAT IS IT DOING TO COR~ 
RECT SUCH CONDITIONS WHERE THEY EXIST? 


A. What It Is: 


Digitized by the Internet Archive 
in 2021 with funding from 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 


https://archive.org/details/southernnegroonfO0Ounit 
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It is an agency of the United States Department of Agriculture, 
set up to help needy farm families which are unable to get 
help elsewhere. 


Be. What It Does: 


le 


It makes rehabilitation loans, at 5 percent interest, for 
periods of one to five years. With such a loan, the farmer 
buys the things he needs to make a living from the land — 
wagons, mules, milk cows, seed, fertiliser, etc. Usually 
included in the loan are reserve funds sufficient to provide 
the family with food and clothing through a crop year. Far~ 
mers obtaining these loans cooperate with Farm Security Ad- 
ministration farm and home management supervisors in making 
and carrying out plans for each year's operations. 


a. Every farm plan calls for the production at home of enough 
food to supply the farm family with a properly balanced 
diet, thus preventing dietary diseases and improving 
general health. 


b. The farm plan also calls for the production at home of 
ample feed for the livestock, increasing the value of the 
stock and conserving cash. 


c. The plan calle for the conservation of the soil by sound 
farm practices, such as crop rotation, planting of cover 
crops, and erosion control. 


Through rehabilitation loans, families are learning to keep their books, 
make their budgets, and live within them. Approximately 50,000 such loans, 
representing 12.& percent of the total, have been made to Negro farmers in 
the last four years. Negro farmers are 12.6 percent of America's farm 


operators. 


Ze 


It enables selected renters, sharecroppers or farm laborers 
with energy, ambition and a good record to become established 

as owners on desirable land through long-time loans in larger 
amounts, repayable over a period of 40 years. Guidance in sound 
farming practices accompany each loan. During the first year of 
operation of the Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Act -- 1937-38 <= 
265 loans were made to Negro tenants. This was 18.6 percent of 
the total loans made in the Southern states, where nearly all 
Negro farmers are located. Negro tenancy in this area is 34.1 


Applications for 1937-38 were 19.3 percent of the total and for 
1938-29 were 26.4 percent. Loans for 1938-39 were 23 percent, 
making an average of 20 percent for the first two years of 
operation. 


a. There were five times as many Negro applications the second 
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year as the first year -- 26,989 as compared with 5,089. Figures 
for whites rose proportionately. 


It is trying to develop better social and economic patterns in 
agriculture by establishing homestead projects. Some of them 
are new communities, while others consist of scattered in- 
dividual farms. More than 1,800 Negro families were living 
on such projects in January, 1940. 


a. Farmsteads on these projects are provided with houses, 
barns, and out-buildings. Representatives of the Farm 
Security Administration guide these homesteaders in their 
farm work, exactly as they help FSA rehabilitation borrowers. 


be. In addition to this assistance, project farmers learn to 
farm cooperatively. Cooperative stores, gins and market- 
ing services are acquainting them with the benefits of 
cooperation. 


c. Negro farmers, together with others, are profiting by this 
experience. They are established on 31 projects in 13 
Southeastern States. 


FSA also has set up rental cooperatives, through which groups 

of tenants can improve their tenure and living conditions by 

leasing large tracts of land with the help of FSA loans, and operating 
them cooperatively, usually with an option to buy within a given 
period. ; 


a. Rental cooperatives are being set up in the Mississippi Delta 
and other large plantation areas. Color ratio on these projects 
is determined by the needs in the area. 427 Negro families 
were farming on ten rental cooperatives in January, 1940. They 
constituted 47 percent of all families so located. 


>. Projects on which Negro youths can secure "interneships" 
in modern farm practices are pointing the way for the com 
ing generation. 


ce. By encouraging long-term written leases, FSA is trying to 
cure some of the worst evils of tenancy. Such leases 
benefit both owner and tenant, since they encourage better 
housing and better land use. 


FSA supplies, without cost, a debt adjustment service which is 
available to all farmers. Volunteer local committees have ar- 
ranged debt adjustments which have saved American farmers 
$78,807,693 in the last four years. There is no racial break- 
down on these figures, but case histories on file at Farm Security 
Administration offices show that Negro farmers especially are 
benefiting by this service. 
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It offers loans to small groups of farmers unable to purchase 
livestock, heavy farm equipment and other needed services in- 
dividually, enabling them to purchase these for community use. 
Negroes are making increasing use of these community services. 


It is releasing land to its proper use by limiting loans to 
farmers established on land suitable for cultivation, and by 
assisting in the relocation of farmers situated on sub-marginal 
or cut-over lands. 


ae It is restoring land to cultivation through erosion control 
by its borrowers, and by instructing and directing them in 
soil-building practices. 


It is shaping patterns in rural education, by providing adequate 
school buildings and equipment on many projects. State and 

County school authorities cooperate in supplying competent 

staffs to teach subjects carefully correlated with rural life. 
Negro tenants particularly are welcoming this educational guidance. 


It is supplying medical aid through the establishment of group 
medical care associations, through which FSA borrowers receive 
service of physicians and nurses at minimum rates, supplanting 
fear, neglect, and superstition with skilled assistance. 


HOW IS THIS PARTNERSHIP BETWEEN THE FSA AND THE FARMER DIRECTED? 
By close cooperation between FSA supervisors and borrowers, planning 
together for the development of each farm, the cash crop, garden 
produce, canning, farm methods, and farm bookkeeping, including 
budget and inventory. 

WHAT HAVE BEEN THE RESULTS OF THIS PARTNERSHIP? 


Increased self-respect as evidenced by repayments -~ often made 
ahead of time. 


Increases in net worth, in terms of increased canning, livestock 
and equipment and improved diet and housing. Increase in net 
worth is also reflected in better school attendance among the 
children of borrower families. 


General improvement in tenureship and in owner-tenant relation- 
ships. 


Increased ownership. 
Increased knowledge of modern agricultural methods. 


Improvement in health and living standards. 





COMPARATIVE FIGURES ON DISTRIBUTION OF FARM TENURESHIP 
AMONG NEGROES AND WHITES IN THE SOUTH 


Negroes are found in all agricultural tenure classes from owners 
to sharecroppers. Ownership of land among Negroes is controlled by a 
number of factors, among which are accessibility of credit and the 
presence or absence of opportunity to buy productive land where credit 
can be obtained. 


In the tables which follow, the first column--the number of indivi- 
duals on farms--is presented chiefly as a yardstick for measuring the 
importance of tenure situations among Negroes on farms in the several 
states of the South. 


In the second column--operators--are incluied all persons who actually 
operate farms, whether they are owners, renters, third and fourth tenants, 
or croppers. The figures in this column, therefore, are overall figures, 
including those in the owners and tenants columns. In the last column, 
figures for sharecroppers--lowest of the tenure classes--are shown 
separately from the figures for tenants, of which they are a part. 


All owners, plus all classes of tenants, with the addition of a very 
small number of farm managers not listed here, equals the number of 
persons actually operating farms. 
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